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Not So Not-For-Profit 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 To address the sub-theme of the journal: Artistic Practices in a Time of Crisis, the author will 
discuss the context of economic cuts and recent international crises on their PhD interactive and 
visual design research project undertaken in Australia. Identifying an apparent root-cause of 
current global crises, the author in reply, has structured a research plan and created a suite of new 
media, interactive, technology artworks, and installation art. Notions of Zen Buddhism, and 
stillness through meditation, are applied in the research and context of the artworks to support 
awareness of wellbeing, in response to the root-cause condition. The discussion will focus on the 
overarching question: how can one obtain value through the arts during current times of 
economic reduction conditioning? 
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Value is in the productivity of the development of the spirit.  
 
 
 
 
 During my time as an artist over a twenty-six year period in Australia, I have been a 
witness to changes in government and their actions on the creative industries including funding 
support and funding cuts. Artist run initiatives, which operate as not-for-profit organisations, 
developed in response to changes in arts funding structures1. The key term here is not-for-profit2, 
and their objective is to initiate ways to bridge the continual cuts in government support, 
negotiate the pressure of real estate values and rental increases, and manage the issues of 
continuous increases to the cost of living. Without doubt, it is difficult in any country for an 
artist, and arts organisation, to survive financially on their art alone, irrespective of the current 
impacts international crises can contribute. However, it is a known given that monetary value 
provides limited opportunity for cultural growth and fulfilment. My discussion in this paper 
explains one of my PhD research projects’ outcomes relating to a notion of not so not-for-profit. 
By this I mean: how can one obtain value through the arts during current times of economic 
reduction conditioning? I will explain a definition of value in relation to my art practice, and in 
support will discuss the context of my research. 
 To begin, a major deciding factor for me commencing postgraduate art study, apart from 
the prospect of a future academic career, was the initial financial incentive of a government-
subsidised scholarship (APA, Australian Postgraduate Award). The scholarship provides a 
fortnightly stipend, which is double the social security benefit, near equal to the Australian Age 
Pension basic rate, and less than a third of an industry standard award income, to support living, 
research, and art/technology material requirements. Raising a family at the same time, can apply 
further financial pressure, however a very deep emotional moment of relief was experienced 
when the scholarship was finally awarded in 2011. Apart from financial security, I also felt I had 
been acknowledged for my art and accredited as being worthy. Now, it is only through the APA, 
together with academic support, that I can fulfil an in-depth study in my art practice at a 
professional level. It is anticipated that participants of my artwork will obtain levels of value 
through tacit experience when engaging with the new media art installations.   
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 Inspiration for an artist can be influenced by moments of crisis. Current moments in life 
include the environmental global warming reality and immediate environmental disasters, the 
global overpopulation reality, the food crisis reality, and the reverberating GFC reality to name a 
few. It is the artists’ aim to communicate their interest, passion, and opinion in relation to any or 
all of these realities, including relative personal issues. An artist can also opt-out and explore 
alternate realities divergent from the social fabric, however not separate from the inherent system 
as a whole, which is governed by the primary portals of current communication–technology and 
media. Recent changes in media are explained (Cunningham, 2014: 4):  
  
 Technological convergence, enabled by technologies of digitisation, refers to the 
 increasing ability to carry and convert ‘content’ [which] has facilitated industry 
 convergence, where formerly separate sectors of the media industries…have sought 
 to merge or form alliances.  
 
 Technology and industry convergence, which saturates media with inflating conditions of 
crisis, is no support in managing a status quo of social and individual mental stability. In current 
contemporary society, technological accessibility presents many opportunities by way of various 
communication platforms, to engage with media, which has evolved and given opportunity to 
present exploitive and shock content. This has been documented as cause for concern by the 
Australian public ‘with the representation of violence, intrusive methods of journalism and the 
quality of news and current affairs’ (Cunningham, 2014: 6). Technology and the mobile phone in 
particular, which supports access to social networking platforms, has become the tool for choice 
when organising a political dissent uprising, as noted in the 2010 Arab Spring events: ‘Online, 
they [activist’s] can organize [sic], debate, plan, and broadcast at a level of coordination that was 
unavailable, indeed unimaginable, in the past’ (Wolman, 2013). And further, Ai Wei Wei’s Twitter 
use has become legendary, and it seems a lifeline for his situations. As Martin Heidegger explains 
his analysis of technology pertinent in today’s era, which evidently leaves mankind in wait to 
technology and termed as ‘standing reserve’ (Heidegger, 1977[1962]: 17, 27), the double-edged 
sword of technology continues to play out its rehearsed campaign with irony–technology 
demands our engagement, or else technology is redundant. All of this begs the question for me: 
how does one use and create art with technology, when it can be associated with the ideology of 
crises, disruption, and destructive and negative energy?  
 In this current era of crisis, I have contributed various artworks in expression of my 
observations. However, currently during the period of my PhD research, my response to this era 
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of contemporary events is a decision to opt-out. The artworks are not examples of current affairs 
or popular issues, they are expressions into the apparent root-cause of the crisis–mankind, and 
the unstable mental wellbeing of their nature. This somewhat aligns with the notion of Engaged 
Buddhism3, through presenting insights into self-awareness to assist the understanding of mental 
wellbeing. Although, the research plan is focussed and structured on a studio investigation, 
known as practice-led research, which is knowledge derived from the doing and making and 
applied back into the research, the root-cause investigation is related back to an overarching 
theme of the artworks. The open source movement for online content is adopted in my practice 
through uploading and sharing research to YouTube, and printed circuit board (PCB) designs to 
the open source PCB manufacturer. This structure is a not-for-profit model, particularly 
combating the software piracy activity; the value is contributing and integrating with a 
community with no distinctions (class, social, economic), and focussed on a common cause of 
evolution of efficient development. 
 Much of the recent international crisis, the GFC in particular, has fortunately had a low 
impact on Australia. Although with the media coverage highlighting international events, many 
Australians are sympathetic and compassionate to the troubles of further Western and Eastern 
countries. It would be callous for me to suggest that some victims of crises are self-imposed 
sufferers, when their plight limits their opportunity to extend beyond their suffering. The 
instigators of some suffering however, can benefit from a meditative self-assessment and 
mindfulness4 application to their nature, but of course as the saying goes: ‘you can lead a horse to 
water, but you can’t make it drink’! 
 It is anticipated that a thirst for change in varying levels is evoked in the installations, 
engaging the viewer and participants of my artworks. Applying notions of Zen Buddhism and 
performing archery with reference to Japanese Kyudo form (Fig.1), helps to assist in focusing 
away from dichotomic practices in life, enhanced with the stimulation of multitasking with 
disruptive technology, and can suggest a singular space of time and concentration. This is where 
benefits of mental wellbeing can begin to be appreciated, once we experience technological 
distance in stillness. 
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Fig. 1. Author training in archery, 2014, still from Paper Target Test,  
0:44, HD video, black and white format, 2014. Image courtesy the artist. 
  
 The suite of artworks which contribute the installation, aim to reduce the distance 
between the self and spirit, a goal of Zen philosophy, focussing down to a moment of reality to 
attain a closeness of unity. The Zen concept of oneness, which is ‘to be without a divided mind’ 
(Suzuki, 1996[1956]: xix) is applied in context, as too Suzuki’s additional argument that ‘the 
intellect [is] a most obtrusive hindrance’ (Suzuki, 1996[1956]: 180). Suzuki suggests that the 
intellect and mind is transcended through oneness and meditation to attain a state of Zen. The 
intellect, ego and its applied logics, are insufficient to transcend mind. During meditation, 
conscious thought is left behind for experience and sensation to take over. The focus is on 
stillness and quieting the mind to a singular point of concentration over a duration of time. Any 
analysis, control, or discussion emanating from the mind’s intellect and thought can diminish the 
meditation experience as one becomes suspended in Zen. 
 To sit and meditate for many hours per day, and each week, seems quite indulgent and 
irresponsible, which are emotions of guilt that I have had to come to terms with.  Why am I 
wasting so much valuable time when I can be productive? Western consumer society is driven by 
productivity of the tangible. My perspective is oriented toward the East and their mindset to 
cultivate the self, where value is in the productivity of the development of the spirit–herein lays 
the true profit. 
 In this era of cuts and economic reduction conditioning, reassessment and reflection on 
value(s) assists to align a perspective of greater worth than simple pure monetary value. 
Obtaining value through the arts is diverse in direct and indirect ways, and it is the artist’s 
objective to communicate value to the public by utilising alternate concepts.  
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Notes. 
                                            
1. The current rise in crowdfunding, has supplemented and given new opportunities to 
 artists and designers. 
2. For further information on ARI’s see Griffiths 2012, in the reference list. 
3. Zen Buddhist Thich Nhat Hanh is credited with defining Engaged Buddhism, of which 
 being active in a non-violent way to bring awareness to global issues is the practice  (Hanh, 
 2008). 
4. Mindfulness is the act of applying meditation qualities to everyday activities (H H The 
 Dalai Lama, 2012).  
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